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Abstract 
The present study explored death obsession and rumination amidst political instability and violence Karachi, Pakistan. A 
convenience sample of 125 participants was selected from ages 18 to 25 to test the hypothesis that there will be a direct 
correlation between death obsession and rumination. Death Obsession Scale (Abdel-Khalek, 1998) and Rumination scale 
(Trapnell & Campbell, 1999) were administered along with an enquiry about the participant’s perception of safety in Karachi.  
The results supported the hypothesis (r= 0.275, p< 0.000). The destructive impacts of external threats to safety are explored in 
the context of the recent political uproar in Muslim countries.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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1. Introduction 
With the growing rate of political instability and imbalance coupled with constant external threats to safety and 
security, there is a need to understand if the political unrest is causing an adverse effect on its population or if people 
have become desensitized to the state of uncertainty.  Specifically, in the city of Karachi it was found that due to 
ethnic, sectarian and politically linked violence at least 740 people had been killed from the starting of 2012 till 
June, 2012.    In 2011 a total of 1,715 people were killed due to violence in the city with a population of 17 million 
people (Daily Times, 2012).    The pre and post election related violence in the city of Karachi was also very integral 
to the present study as it depicted the violence that people in Karachi face on daily basis that may be causing 
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uncertainty about their mortality.    The election of 2013 has made itself known to be the most historic in Pakistan’s 
history with the majority of population deeply involved in the process however, on the day of election, four bomb 
blasts hit Karachi killing 14 voters and wounding dozens and in Pakistan a total of 29 people were killed (Smith-
Spark, Mohsin & Kassim, 2013).    This violence was followed by claims of rigging of the election process which 
ended up in protests in Karachi.  Therefore, the situation right prior to, during, and after election was very unstable 
(Khan, 2013).     
Terror management theory proposes that the awareness of one’s mortality brings about a terror and the need to 
manage this terror is a fundamental motivation of people (Tomer, 2013).   The need to defend or protect oneself 
from this awareness increases when one’s mortality is reminded or one’s culture threatened.   This is very relevant to 
the current study as it was conducted amidst political unrest and would have supposedly resulted in awareness of the 
participants’ mortality. 
Existentialists believe that upon finding meaning and purpose in one’s life – they can finally accept the 
inevitability of death.   Positive Existentialism asserts that the concept of death should be confronted to making 
one’s life authentic and meaningful (Yalom, 2008) Similarly Wong’s meaning management theory (2008) focused 
on understanding and accepting death as inevitable.  In doing so, it is believed that meaning in life would be 
enhanced and would lead to self-actualization and transcendence (Kuhl, 2002; Wong, 2008). In Islam, the concept of 
death is taught as inevitable and happening by God’s permission – this is similar to the existentialistic view which 
emphasizes on death acceptance (Sachedina, 2005).  Since the participants were Muslims, it is important to note that 
in Islam life is considered sacred, hence one can assume that betterment of life is the main focus of Islam rather than 
challenging or avoiding the concept of death.  
Death obsession which was introduced by Abdel-Khalek and it is defined as repetitive thoughts or ruminations, 
persistent ideas, or intrusive images that are centered around death of the self or significant others (Abdel-Khalek, 
1998).   A study explored whether due to continued violence, Palestinians living n war conditions would get 
desensitized or would they still suffer adverse effects of the violence - it was found that Palestinians scored lower 
death obsession scores than participants from Arab countries.  The low scores depict the adaptation to violence in 
Palestinians (Abdel-Khalek, Al-Arja & Abdalla, 2006).   Hence, it’s imperative to understand if these findings can 
be applied to Karachi, Pakistan and whether the people of Karachi have become desensitized. 
Along with death obsession, rumination was explored as well. Rumination is defined as self attentiveness 
motivated by perceived threats, losses or injustices to the self (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999).   It is considered to be a 
cognitive vulnerability, which is linked to depression (Hyde, Mezulis, & Abramson, 2008).    
The relationship between death obsession and rumination was the consequence of Rogers (1961) proposing that 
people who self actualize are fully functioning people and they are open to experiences without distortion and free 
from threat (McLeod, 2007).  The fully functioning person also has an existential mode of living, which is based on 
flexibility and adaptability and is away from rigidity and ruminative thoughts (Patterson, 1977).  Therefore, it can be 
said that distortion of any experience, such as the violent experiences of death witnessed constantly in Karachi, 
would take away from adaptability and openness to experience and would bring forth defensiveness, rigidity and 
ruminative thoughts. 
The aim of this research was to understand the relationship between death obsession and rumination, to explore 
how perception of safety plays a part in both the variables.   
Based on the quoted findings and researches one hypothesis was formulated: 
1) There will be a direct relationship between death obsession and rumination in Muslim young adults. 
2. Method 
2.1 Participants 
A sample of 125 Muslim young adults from ages 18 to 25 was selected from various universities in Karachi, 
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2.2 Material 
The Death Obsession Scale (DOS) by Abdel-Khalek (1998) was used which contains a 15 item Likert scale.  This 
has been found to have Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities of .90, .91 and .91while one week test- retest reliabilities were 
.91, .92, .92 for males and females showing high internal consistency and stability.    The scale has good face, 
construct and discriminant validity (Abdel-Khalek, 1998).   To measure rumination – the rumination scale from 
Rumination-Reflection Questionnaire (RRQ) by Trapnell and Campbell (1999) was used.    This was a 12 item scale 
with a 5 point Likert scale which has good convergent and discriminant validity and shows excellent internal 
consistency (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). 
 
2.3 Procedure 
Participants were approached on an individual basis where upon their agreement; informed consent was taken 
explaining confidentiality of their responses, their identities and their right to withdraw and a semi-structured 
interview form was also presented. This included demographic information such as age, religious affiliation, gender, 
and information regarding prior psychiatric history, physical handicap and their perception of safety of the city of 
Karachi.  It was imperative for the participants to be of a non-clinical population.   
They were then required to fill the rumination scale followed by the death obsession scale (DOS).  Once 
completed, they were debriefed and further inquiry was encouraged upon questions.    Results were computed 
through Pearson correlation analysis. 
3. Results 
                           Table 1. Correlation between Death Obsession and Rumination 
 
 
Death Obsession Rumination 
Death Obsession         ___  
Rumination       0.275**        ___ 
** p < 0.01 level 
 The table shows the Pearson correlation value that exists between death obsession and rumination (N= 125) in 
young adults.   The results (Table 1) show that a significant weak positive correlation exists between death 
obsession and rumination. 
 
 
                        Table 2. Correlations between Death Obsession, Rumination and Perception of safety 
 







Death Obsession ___  
Rumination .312* ___ 
Disagree Death Obsession ___  
Rumination .337* ___ 
Neutral Death Obsession ___  
205 Zarmeen Shakil and Tahira Yousaf /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  190 ( 2015 )  202 – 206 
Rumination .197 ___ 
Agree Death Obsession ___  
Rumination .099 ___ 
 Strongly Agree Death Obsession ___  
Rumination .873 ___ 
                           *p<.05 level 
 The table shows the Pearson correlation value that exists between death obsession, rumination and perception of 
safety (N= 125).   For the options ‘Strongly Disagree’ (n=31) and ‘Disagree’ (n= 45) – a significant moderate 
positive correlation exists between death obsession, rumination and lack of perceived safety of the city.  For 
‘Neutral’ (n=31, p< 0.144) ‘Agree’ (n=14, p< 0.369) and ‘Strongly Agree’ (n=3, p< 0.162) depicted that no 
significant correlation exists between these categories and death obsession and rumination.    
 
4. Discussion 
The hypothesis aimed to establish a direct correlation between death obsession and rumination in Muslim young 
adults, it showed that there was a significant (p< 0.000), weak positive correlation (r= 0.275) between death 
obsession and rumination hence, the hypothesis was supported.   Perception of safety in the city of Karachi could 
have contributed to the result of death obsession and rumination, as explained earlier.   Participants were asked 
whether they considered their city to be safe – due to a lack of sample size the results were only significant for the 
most chosen options – ‘disagree’ (n= 45, p< 0.012, r=0.337) and strongly disagree (n=32, p<0.041, r=0.312) – both 
options had weak positive correlations suggesting the instable environment and the effects of continued violence in 
Karachi may be playing a part in death obsession and rumination for those who perceived their city to be unsafe.   
Thus, one can conclude that there is a weak positive relationship between lack of perceived safety, death obsession 
and rumination.   It could be assumed that young adults in Karachi are not desensitized to the continued violence.    
Since Islam teaches the inevitability of death this could contribute to the weak correlation since all participants 
were Muslims, especially since death acceptance leads to better coping and adaptation (Sachedina, 2005). 
The implications of the present study are relevant in terms of the political unrest that specifically the Muslim 
world has faced in the past decade in terms of the Arab Spring; Tunisia and Egypt, violence in Syria, Israel-Palestine 
conflict and the effects of war on terror (Shadid, 2011).  It also addresses the conflict in Pakistan where violence is 
faced on a daily basis and is a source of constant fright in cities such as Karachi.  It is integral for individuals to feel 
safe in order to promote mental well-being unfortunately in third-world countries such as Pakistan, safety is rare 
leading to a destructive impact on concerned individuals.  It, therefore, becomes important to promote mental well-
being especially because physical safety is uncertain; in order to make up for at least one side of the spectrum to 
better ones life.  The awareness of one’s mortality brings forth anxiety if not addressed and confronted, mindfulness 
is one such way to reduce rumination and increase subjective well being, this can be applied in universities and 
taught through workshops to improve behavior regulation which could reduce self sabotaging processes (Keng, 
Smoski & Robins, 2011).    
Individuals working in high-risk environments were found to have significantly higher levels of death-thought 
accessibility and students who were primed with death-though prime also had higher accessibility to death-related 
thoughts.    This in turn made the primed individuals place intimacy as their top priority (Etingen, 2011).    If these 
findings are generalized on to the state of Karachi with its constant strikes, violence and uncertainty - one can 
understand that when people are faced with death-related thoughts on a daily basis and as a result of constant death 
primers in the environment, there is a need to increase meaning and companionship in one’s life to counter such 
thoughts and anxieties.  
Wong in his meaning management theory (2008) proposed that the reality of death is inevitable therefore one 
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should use their capacity for meaning to remove oneself from negativity relating to death rather one should 
incorporate the understanding or mortality to live authentically.(Kuhl, 2002; Wong, 2008).   
In conclusion – in the present times amidst violence, uncertainty and instability – it is very necessary to adopt an 
integrated way of living which focuses on bringing meaning to one’s life and at the same time understanding one’s 
mortality.   This acceptance of death and integration of meaning could reduce negative mindsets and enhance 
positive adaptation. 
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